Psychiatric disorders among poor victims following a major disaster: Armero, Colombia.
We evaluated 102 adult victims of low socioeconomic status living in tent camps 8 months following the Armero disaster in Colombia to ascertain the level of psychiatric morbidity. Ninety-one percent of the subjects identified by the screening instrument as being emotionally distressed met DSM-III criteria for a psychiatric disorder. The most frequent diagnoses were posttraumatic stress disorder and major depression. These findings indicate that a simple screening instrument can be reliably used for the detection of significant emotional problems among disaster victims. They also show that these victims are not merely distressed; rather, they present clear and treatable psychiatric disorders that center on anxiety and depression. Interventions for their adequate management need to be designed, implemented, and evaluated. In a developing country, however, the high prevalence of mental disorders among disaster victims far exceeds the specialized mental health resources. The general health sector, particularly the primary level of care, must participate actively in the delivery of mental health services to meet this need, particularly for a socioeconomically disadvantaged population. The narrow range of psychiatric disorders detected among the disaster victims makes it possible to circumscribe the training of the primary care worker in disaster mental health to these priority conditions.